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NON~-LOGOGRAPHIC CHINESE
AND THE
NON-ALPHABETIC ALPHABET

Mark Hansell
University of California, Berkeley
(1)

@. INTRODUCTION

The classification of writing systems in gerneral,
and of the Chinese writing system in particular, has
beeri the cause of much controversy. This paper will
examine some of the classificatory difficulties
invalving the writing systems of Chirnese and English.
The development of Mandarin lcarwords from English, in
which Chinese characters can be used phonographically
and Roman letters nron—alphabetically, suggests that
writers/readers have a variety of strategies available
to them (including the logographic and phonographic
principles). These strategies are options that carn be
chosen to fit the situation or evern used simultanecusly,
in order to preserve what Warg (1981) calls "optimality"
in the writing system, the prototypical relationship
between the structure of written and spokern language.
The paper will be organized as follows:

1. Classification of writing systems
2. Types of lexical borrowing

3. Chirnese borrowing from Engllsh

4. Discussion

5. Conclusion

1. CLASSIFICATION OF WRITING SYSTEMS
1.1. Traditional "idealized" view

In most studies of writing, scripts are assumed by
definition to be graphic means of rerndering spoken
language. Scripts are classified according to the level
of linguistic structure that correspornds to the smallest
independerit graphic unit. If a grapheme corresponds to
a segment, the script is alphabetic; if it corresponds
to a syllable, it is syllabics; if it corresponds to a
word, it is logographic. Chinese is considered the
logographic script par excellence, and English is
considered tg¢ be an example {(though perhaps nrot the
best) of a lariguage using an alphabetic system. {See
Gelb 13963, Pulgram 19376 for detailed discussions of such
classifications.)

An idealized logographic scoript cansists of
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graphemes that are asscociated directly to lexical items
of the language, with no phonclcagical elements.
Phonclogical and morphological information are supplied
by the lexicon of the spoken larnguage as part of the
writer/reader’'s lirnguistic competerce. Since it hag no
direct cormection to pronurnciation, an ideal logogram

can represert the same word despite varying
proviunciations, even across different languages, as long
as the identity of the lexical item is preserved. In

the traditional view of Chirnese as an ideal logeographic
script, each character represents a single moncosyllabic
word. These words are cognate across all Chirese
dialects, meaning that mutually unirntelligible dialects
of Chinese are united by a common writing system.

In an ideal alphabetic system, graphemes are
directly associated to segments in the phonclogy of the
spoker lariguage. Strings of letters are arranpged in a
linear order that corresponds to the temporal order of
segments in a spoken wordy, and from the phonclogical
information givern by the writing, morphclogical and
lexical information is supplied by the lirnguistic
krowledge of the reader, in the same way that sequences
of segments in speech are interpreted. The essential
differences between these twc types of writing can be
summarized as follows: 1) Level of structure linked to
praph: lexical item irn ore case, phoneme in the other.
2) Direct cormection to meaningful unit: present in
logographic, absent in alphabetic. 3) Direct cormection
to phonalogical representation: present in  alphabetic,
absernt in logographic.

Applying these ideal categories to actual writing
systems leads tc many complications. Orne is that even
cursory examination shows that ro form of Modern Chirese
has monosyllabic words, especially nrnot Mandarivn, the
form with which we will concern ocurselves. The elements
linked ta graphemes in Chirnese are morphemes, which are

generally (with interesting exceptions (2% )
monosyllabic. Some scholars have suggested that the
Chirese writing system should more properly be
categorized as morphographic or morphosyllabic. I

wholeheartedly agree with this suggestion, and from here
on will use the term morphographic toa refer to the
reality of Chirese writing, reserving logographic to
refer to the idealized nrotion introduced abave. This
deviatiorn from the logographic ideal chariges the level
of structure from word to morpheme, however it has no
bearing on the other esserntial differerces between
logographic and alphabetic writing: a character still
represents a meaningful unit, without refererce to
sound.

A much more furdamental complication lies in  the



structure of Chinese characters themselves: by ore count
97% of them contain a phonetic element that gives useful
hints as to the character’s prorurnciation (DeFrarcis
1984). Though these pharetic elements may be explained
away as relics of the historical character-formation
process, eviderce suggests that they play anm important
role in reading and writing.

The behavior of readers and writers of English does
more to complicate the situation. A glance at the
English orthography is ercugh to destroy any rncoticrn that
letters are related to phoremes ivn any regular way {in
fact, they are related in many irregular ways). All
the evidence indicates that readers ard writers make use
of spelling irregularities to differentiate words by
praphic shape (that is, logographically) in pairs like
Sue and Sicux, bee and be (Bolinger 1946) (3). Though
these spelling irregularities, like the phonetic
elements in the Chinese characters, may be attributed to
historical accident in the course of lexical accretiaon,
the fact that they disrupt the purity of the
classification does nothing to dissuade native readers
and writers from using them. Users of the written
larguage use any available strategy to make their task
easier, including a "phorographic" strategy in Chirese
and a logopgraphic strategy in Evglish. (4)

In light of the above complications, the differerces
betweer: the Erglish and Chinese writing systems in terms
of the three criteria above become less clear. The
level of structure linked to a graph is still
different-— a syllable-morpheme for Chinese, arnd a phone
for Erglish—— but correction of writtern form to
meaningful unit is no lorger exclusively the pravirnce of
Chirese (cf. GSue ard Sicux), and representation of
phorclogical information in the script is rnot restricted
to languages 1like English {(cf. the phornetic elemenrt
in the charagters Eé huarng2 Yafraid"”, -%S; huann2
"brilliant", _é

_ huang2 "locust”, 2 huarg2 "sturgeon”

etc. {DeFrarncis 1384:123)). The distinction comes
closest to collapsing in the area of Chirese
transliteration of loarwords. French (1976:1@9) states
that "..in one field, namely its representaticn of
loarwords, the Chinese writing system may Justly be
called phonographic.” If this is the case, as many

scholars agree, then the obvicus question is why would a
writing system completely charnge its character simply
because the word it is transcribing is of foreign
origin? Is the functioning of a writing system
determined by the type of script, by the larguage it is
applied to, or by the relation betweeri the twa?

In what follows I will examine the way lexical
borrowing from English interacts with writing im the
Chinese of contemporary Taiwarn. In addition to
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"phonographic” uses of Chinese characters, I will also
examine the rnor—alphabetic use of the Roman alphabet,
which is a recernt and rapidly expanding phencmerionn in

Taiwarn. Before introducing the data, a brief
introductionn of a theory of lexical borrowing is
necessary.

2. LEXICAL BORROWING

I have elsewhere paraphrased Haugen (135@:212) and
defined lexical borrowing as "the attempted reproduction
in one language of signs previcusly found in ancther”
{Hansell 1386:1@). The sign in question is a Saussurean
sign consisting of the lirkage of a signified and a

signifier (deSaussure 1915). Borrowing, as opposed to

code-switching, requires that the signifier be
repraoduced out of "native" linguistic material, that is,
using elements already extant in the L2 system. This is
daorne through a two—step process described by Weirmreich
(1954): identification and substitution. Identification
is the selection of the elements irn the L2 system that
are most similar to elements of the same level in the L1
system. Since linguistic units like phaonemes,
morphemes, words etc. are abstract entities that become
meaningless outside of the system they belong to,
similarity across larnguages must be measured in terms of
gqualities that exist ocutside the system of a particular
language: phoretic similarity (in terms of accoustic
shape) and similarity in meaning (in terms of similarity
of scope of real-world referents). Substitution then
substitutes the identified L2 elements for the L1t
elements to create the nrew L2 signifier. For example,
on the basis of phoretic similarity, English (th 1 is
identified with Japarnese [tl; [owl with [ol; [f]l with
[ji]; and [ul with [WM] respectively. Given the
Japarese signifier tofu [tc®W], the identified English
elements are substituted to form [t owful.

Wher idertification is by phornetic similarity as
above, substitution of L& phornes results in a phonetic
loan. Identification is alsc possible in terms of
meaning, with substitution at the morphemic or lexical
level. The result is a locan—translation, or calgue. F
example, English hot dog is the model for Mandarin ﬁﬁtgﬁ
re4 goud 'hot'+'dog’. The morphemes hot and re4 are
identified through similarity of reference to the
quality "hot", and dog and pgoud on the basis of
reference to the same animal "deg". It is the
combination of these morphemes that is rovel in
Mandarin, and therein lies the reprcduction of the
signifier.

One other type of loan is the graphic locan, where a
written signifier is vacuocusly "reproduced". This
happers between two languages that use the same script,
when the written form of a word is simply copied into L2




and proncunced according to L2 reading rules. For
example, we have borrowed the written form of Paris from
the French, but have supplied our own pronunciation
[pﬁg Isl. If we had substituted Ewvglish phones and
spelled it accordingly, we should have something like
[plaz i3] spelled Parree. Graphic loans are very common
betweerr Chinese and Japarese, and between Chirese
dialects, for instance Chinese P13 kel xue2 "science"
from Japarese #f.° kagaku. (5

3. MANDARIN WRITTEN FORMS OF BORROWINGS FROM ENGLISH

The data that follow were collected in Taiwan in
1387. Scome of the items were borrowed prior to 1949 and
are therefore similar to forms used in Mainland China,
others are more recent irmovations.

3.1. Transliteration of phoretic loans

In the transliteration of phonetic 1lecans, Chinese
characters may be used strictly for their pronunciation
value, without their mearning being takern intc account at
all. For instarce:

Ernglish Mandarin form Literal gloss

s
#1) MICROPHONE ? o EL 'wheat! +!' conquer’ +

mai4 ke4 fengl Twind?
: +
#2) DACRON Li__ £ aé‘ Tattain' +' conquer? +
daz ke4 long2 ' dragon?’
#3) PUDDING Zﬁ j. 'cloth! +' papulation?
bu4 dingt

#4) BASS (BGUITAR) EI ﬂ% 'cowrie'+'this?

“~

beid4 sii

The meanings normally asscociated with the characters
in #1-#4 are totally urrelated to their use in these
transliterations. The characters here were chosen
strictly because their normal reading pronunciations in
Mandarin approximate the strivigs of phores substituted
for the Ernglish phones.

Although there is a set of characters that appears
oftern iy transliterations (X ke4 in #1 and #2 is one,
sa is AJ_ sil in #4), their preponderarce is only a
statistical terndency, transliteration characters are by
no means restricted to a finite set. There is no
syllabary from which all transliteration characters are
chosen (6). Conversely, writers are not wholly free to
substitute homgphonous characters in transliterations:
for instance, _;T_ bu4 dirgl "pudding” could rot be
written ﬁLfI; or fEﬁI_, everi though the pronunciation of
all three sequences is identical. Though there is
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always variation in nrew borrowings, a standard is
guickly established for any given locanword.

O0f course the meaning of a character is rnot igrored
if it is possible to somehow cormect it to the meaning
of the Ernglish model word. In some cases, skillful
choice of transliteration characters can suggest
scmething about the meaning of the borrowed term,
optionally introducing a degree of semanticity (without
charngirng its status as a phonetic lcan). For example:

#5) JELLY BEAN 4% ¥ (¥ )  1coagulate’+'pellet?

Jie2 1i4 (tang2) +{'candy?)
#6) The BEATLES H# ¥ @ ‘'disheveled-hair’+
pil - tou2 si4 ! four?
#7) LASER 2 4t ' thurider! + shoot?
lei2 she4
[
#8) SONAR 2 m ' scund? +' receive’

shengl na4

#9) VITAMIN #F A, 45  'support’+ 3rd pers’+
weiZ tal mingé '1life!

All of the folk-etymologized loarnwords in #5-#9 show
a fairly pgood phoretic similarity to the English madel,
and all are at least suggestive of the meaning. Only #5
"jelly bean" is the most phonetically accurate
transliteration that Mandarin can provide, in #6-#9
there are sacrifices of phoretic similarity made in
order to provide the semantic link. In terms of
semantics and wmorphological structure, #5 and #6 are
bath accurate descriptions of the referent and
well-formed Marndarin compounds, while #7 and #8 suffer
semantically (what a laser shoots is not "thunder”, and
sonar does nrnot merely ‘'receive! scund), and the VO
structure of #9 is anomalous.

Ir betweern the transliteration of loans by seemingly
arbitrary characters in #1-#4 and the successful
marriage of semantic and phoretic replicatiorn in #5-#9
are transliterations using characters that only hint at
the mearing, or that mix arbitrary and meaningful
characters:

e
#13) SHOCK ‘{ﬁ: ﬂh "rest! +! conquer?!
xiul ke4

#11) DIOXIN %&, \g $ 'wear'+'mysterious? +
ai4 achd xinid 'caustic?



#12) SUNKIST ﬁé /g + ! fragrant! +! lucky? +
xiarngl 3i2 shis4 'scholar!

#13) FORD /-ﬂay 4% ?lucky' +'special?
fuz tes4

In #1@ "rest’ bears some relation to what your body
does when you're in shock, and in #11 ‘'caustic?
cantributes the idea of a toxiec chemical, neither of
these is even close to sufficient as a description of
the referent, and the additional syllables serve only to
replicate the sound of the English signifier. #12 and
#13 are examples of a different type of phonetic loan,
the transliteration of commercial brand nrames. These
most commonly use characters that have slight cormection
tc the product (' fragrant? in #12 is the only

semantically related one), but hve positive ar
auspicicus cormotations (characters meaning lucky’,
'special?!, 'scholar' etc.) (7). One of the most

important jobs that a Taiwan advertising company can do
for a foreign client is to choose the proper
transliteration characters, ornes that link the product
to riotions of good forturne, beauty and happiness.

3.2. Alphabetic loans

Nearly universal English language training in public
schaocls in Taiwan has not produced a generation of
fluent English speakers; but it has produced widespread
kriowledge of the English version of the Roman alphabet
amorig literate pecple. This allows increasing borrowing
from English by means of pgraphic leans. Such borrowing
creates special problems of adaptaticn: unlike graphic
barrowing between alphabetically written languages,
where L2 reading rules carn be applied to the graphic
form borrowed from Li, Chirnese has rnco reading rules that
carnn be applied ta alphabetic script. The creation of
reading rules would be not much simpler than teaching
everyone English, and would negate arny advarntage that
can be gained from the simplicity of graphic borrowing.
Instead, the folk in their wisdom have spontarecusly
sclved the problem through the creation of what I call
the Sinc-alphabet. (8}

The Sinc—alphabet is simply the letters of the Roman
alphabet, as used ivn Erglish, paired with their spoken
names, as used in English ([egl, [bil, [sil] etc.). The
exact pronunciation of a givernn letter deperds on  the
speaker’s level of English ability, for irnstarce a
speaker with gocd command of English might proncunce C,
H and N as [sil, [eJt{J and [€nl, while maost pecple who
speak little or no English will proncunce them [gil,
leitglia, and [ani. The primary feature that
distinguishes the Sinc—alphabet from its Erglish wmodel
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is that it functions non-alphabetically. Letters do not
represent phones that are thern combined into syllables,
they represent invariant units of a syllable or more in
length. For instance:

#14)  AIDS "AIDS"
#15) BIC "BIC" {(pens)
#16) MTV "rock video”
#17) PVC "polyvinyl chloride”
#18) X- % "X-ray" (X + 'light?)
guangl
#19) B B AT I rhepatitis B" (B +
xing2 ganlyan2 'type!+'hepatitis?)
#20) M + A "M-16" (rifle)
shi2 liu4

The non—alphabetic, nor—combinatory nature of the
Sinc-alphabet favors borrowing of acronyms like #16-#17
ard blends with single-letter tags #18-#20. Forms like
#14 and #15 are reanalayzed rioni—alphabetically,
facilitating Sinc-alphabetic adaptation, producing the
pronunciations [ej aj ti Es] and [pi ai @il. Borrowings
like #14-#2@ are increasingly common, and often are the
only written form that a lexical item has, nrot merely
stylistic variants or instances of code switching.

4. DISCUSSION

The transliteration characters do rot behave like
syllabaries in a phoncgraphic writing system. First of
all, there is no finite rumber of them (although scome of
them are quite common, like y ked i #1-#2). Second,
chaice of a transliteratiorn character carn be based on
semantic principles eversn when the word is rot a
full-blown folk etymoclogy, as #1@ and #11 show. That
is, there is a continuum between fully semarticized
transliterations and fully phoretic ores, creating a
gray world of fuzzily semarnticized lcarwords that makes
the drawing of a bourdary betweern phonographic and
morphographic uses an arbitrary exercise in futility.
Third, evern whenn a trarnsliteration character has no
semantic relation to the foreign word it transcribes, it
carmoct be arbitrarily replaced by homaphoncous
characters. :

If they follow the vast majority of their fellow
characters and represernt morphemes, thern how carn these
morphemes have semarntic and syritactic properties



entirely different from those morphemes usually
represerted by these characters? Irn some cases there is
no discrepancy, as in #5. In others, like #7-#11 varying
degrees of syntactic ard semantic deviation in the use
of these morphemes create what Haas (1983) calls
"idiomatic” usages, exocentric compourds that are
semantically translucent. Yet the total cpacity of the
loarmords in #1-#4, is due to a complete lack of
carmecticrn between their meaning and interral structure
on the orne hand, and the meaning and syntactic furcticns
of their constituent mcrphemes or the other hand. While
the transliteration morphemes in #7-#11 are more or less
polysemous with the rative morphemes whose graphic form
they share, those in #1-#4 are only homophornous, and
correspondingly more idiomatic.

The entities represented by transliteration
characters are best understocd as empty morphemes.
These empty morphemes are created by the imposition of
prototypical Chinese morphological structure
{monosyllabic morphemes, combining to form multisyllabic
compcound lexical items) orn borrowed multisyllabice
monomorphemic {ar moerphologically urnanalyzed)
signifiers. If a morpheme is a unit that combines three
kinds of information—— a phonological value, a semantic
value, and syntactic privileges and abligaticors—-— then
these morphemes are empty of the latter twa, possessing
only phonalogical value.

Being empty is wot a permarent state, these
morphemes can be and often are "filled". In a phonetic
loar, replication of the signifier is accomplished
through idertification and substitution of phores, with
no refererce to morphemic identity. In a language like
Marndarin with its rampant homophory at the syllabic
level, a given syllable car be equally well related %o
any of a number of native morphemes, and a riew criterion
cames intoc play: semantic relatedness to the signified.
This represents the fillirng of the empty morph with a
native morph. For example, in #5 JELLY BEAN, the two
syllables used to replicate jelly were filled with
native morphemes in a combinatiorn that is semantically
closely related to the signified. In #1@ SHOCK, only
the first syllable could be filled, (with a more terucus
semantic relationship), the second syllable remains
empty. In #1-#4, all remain empty.

It is precisely the previocous existence of empty
morphemes that has made the formation of the
Sinoc—alphabet possible. The 26 graphs with their 26
different phonclogical values, empty of any irnherent
meaning or syntactic restrictions, structurally parallel
the empty morphemes used in transliteration. The only
differerce is that they have no graphic form in common
with native, meaningful morphemes, leaving no
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possibility for them to be "filled”.

S. CONCLUSION

Y-R Chac referred to "...the genius of the Chinese
language to read meaning intao every syllable”
(1968:167). This overwhelming propernsity of the
language, combined with a writing system that represents
morphemes syllable by syllable, creates a prototype of
writing as a orne-to—one relationship of graph to
morpheme to syllable (3). In multisyllabic locarnwords,
this prototypical relationship carrncot exist, yet it is
too strong to be ignored. The meaningless syllables of
loarwords are treated as empty morphemes, to be filled
with whatever morphological or semantic content will
bring it closer ta the prototype. The empty mcrpheme
strategy is clearly illustrated in the development of
the Sinc—alphabet, with easy arnd exterisive borrowing of
non—alphabetic uses of Roman letters, while borrowing of
alphabetic uses is incompatible with the Chirvese writing
system.

In the classification of writing systems, it is
clearly impossible to classify a script as irherently
legographic, morphegraphic, syllabie, or alphabetic.
The Sinc—alphabet is an example of the Romarn alphabet
used as morphographic writing. Chinese characters,
which functiorn morpho-syllabically in Chirese, can also
be fully morphographic (Japarese karngi) or completely
syllabic (Japarese man!yocgana, the arcestocr of kana
{Sampscorn 13835), or Sino-Mongolian (Halliday 1959)). It
is a great improvement to say that classification should
only apply to the relationship of a given writing system
to a piven language, as is the case of calling Chirese
characters "morphosyllabic” when applied to Mandarin,
taking into account the ways that the structure of the
language interacts with that of the script. Yet even
then discreparcies emerge whern pherncmera like loarwords
are considered. Only when writer/readers are given full
credit for understanding ard using all the cormections
betweers the varicus elemerts of their larnguage, bcth
written and spoken, at all levels of structure, carn we
see principles of writing 1like the logographic and the
alphabetic for what they are-— strategies for relating
writtern tc spoker language that are available to any
literate person in any writtern languapge.

NOTES

{1} The fieldwecrk porticn of the research for this
paper was supported by the U.S. Department of Education
Fulbright-Hays Research Abroad Program, Grant
#222AHEQ20 4.

(2} In Mandarin, orne glarirg exceptiorn is the suffix
jé_ —er, a distinct elemert graphically and



morphologically, which is incorporated into the
preceding syllable. Aricther class of exception is
disyllabic monomorpheges, both old locarwords (e.g. }iﬁi_

Eg_ » pig pa2 ”bal}oon lute”) and many

names for insects and vermip: 55____ ma3 yi3 "ant”,
*é hug dieg "butterfly", Sgﬁﬁi wug gorgl "centipede”,
fi o ma3 huangeZ "leech" etc. This plethora of

disyllabic bug names presents a fascinating puzzle, but
its very concentration in ore corrner of the lexicon
weakens its status as a counterexample to the one
morpheme = orne syllable gereralization.

(3} Fromkin (1987) presents eviderce that readers
and writers of English rnot only use both kinds of
information (phoncographiec and logographic), but that
they are stored differertly in the brain.

{4y Cheng (1378) explicitly examirnes different
encading strategies used by Taiwarese speakers when
writing morphemes that have ro starndard written form.

(G} Bac and Liu (1957) give a detailed discussion of
Chirese graphic borrowing from Japanese, ard its
relation to both Westerrn larguages and Classical
Chirnese.

(6) Godwin (13739) finds that in transliteration of
foreign names iv Hong Kong, there is no specific set of
characters that is used, but that a certain structural
type of character is favored.

(7> Godwin {ibid.) describes arn evenn more subtle

device for introducing cormotations into
transliterations. In Cantonese transliterations of
Western celebrities' rnames, the radicals ji_ "jade", T _

"grass”, and K_ "woman" are frequerntly used in womer's
names, but not in men's.

{8} Bauer (1382) and Chan and Kwock (1382, 1986&)
describe alphabetic forms used in the Carntorese of Hong
Kaorig, without commenting on the thecretical implications
for the writing system.

(3} Wang (1981) calls it the "happy fit" between
Chirese morphological structure and Chinese characters.
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